NCEA Q&A

Q. What is the background of NCEA?
The National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) has been in place for five years (since 2002).  Approximately 250,000 students have now studied for NCEA qualifications.  

Students study courses based on achievement and unit standards at level 1, 2 and 3 to attain credits towards an NCEA qualification.  Credits can be gained for NCEA certificates through internal and external assessment.  

It is a standards-based qualification which means students receive credits when they meet the nationally-set standard in an area of study.  There are two types of standards: achievement standards (developed by the Ministry of Education for assessment in schools) which are internally and externally assessed, and unit standards (developed by standard setting bodies, primarily Industry Training Organisations) which are all internally assessed. These are offered in schools and are also offered in the workplace. 

Since 2004, the first year when all 3 NCEA levels were implemented, there has been a 10 percent increase in the number of students gaining NCEA qualifications at all levels.

Q. What are the key design changes being announced today?

· Introducing 'excellence' and 'merit' to NCEA certificates from 2007 

· Introducing 'excellence' and 'merit' at subject level from 2008

· Including 'not achieved' in NCEA results notices for both internally assessed and externally assessed standards from 2008 

· Up to 10 per cent of internally assessed standards will be moderated by full-time moderators appointed to NZQA from 2008 (up from 3 per cent)
Q. In addition to these, what else is being done to improve NCEA?
There is ongoing work that continually improves NCEA to make sure it is a flexible system that remains relevant as New Zealand's national qualification:

· Each year, MoE and NZQA review, and where necessary, refine achievement and unit standards.  In future this work by the two agencies will be more closely aligned. 

· This year the two organisations, in consultation with the wider sector, will review achievement and unit standards to consider issues such as duplication of content, and the relative level of difficulty of achievement and unit standards in similar areas.

· Results for internal and external assessment will be monitored at each school so that unexpected variations can be identified and followed up.  This is a further check on consistency of assessment.
· Online publishing of the NZQA Managing National Assessment reports and supplementary reports will enable parents to check the quality of every school’s assessment processes. 

· A web-based tool will be developed to help students set goals and monitor their achievement.  This will help students plan courses that are coherent and useful for their future studies and employment.

· Online NCEA information provided by the Ministry of Education of NZQA will be reviewed to make sure it is clear, up to date and helpful.

· A new New Zealand Curriculum will be published later this year.  All achievement standards will be reviewed to make sure they fit the direction of the new curriculum.

· More examples of student work will be provided to assist students and teachers preparing for internal and external assessment.  

· Continuing to provide teachers with high quality professional support.
Q. Why are these changes being carried out now?

These improvements follow 191 recommendations from three reviews of NCEA in 2005, and consultation with the education sector.  
Q. How are these improvements going to increase confidence in the qualification system?

The improvements focus on issues relating to student motivation and public understanding.  Endorsement of certificates and subjects will encourage students to achieve to their full potential.  

Increasing the amount of moderated work to 10 percent, employing fulltime moderators and some random sampling will improve consistency and therefore credibility.

Reporting ‘not achieved’ results for internal and external will present a more complete picture of a student’s performance.

Q. Are these changes being made because NCEA is not working?

No, operationally NCEA is working very well following some initial teething problems after it rolled out.  The latest improvements focus on design changes to further refine and enhance the system.
Students’ results have been improving consistently over the past three years, with improvements in achievement in 2006 across all standards and all levels.  For example, the percentage of students gaining NCEA level 2 is up 6 per cent - from 57 per cent in 2004 to 63 per cent in 2006. 
Research also shows that NCEA is better than other exam systems at predicting success at university.

Q. How will the endorsement of certificates work?

The model being finalised by NZQA is based on defining a specified number of achieved standards at merit or excellence, as the basis for gaining a certificate at merit or excellence.

Q. How will the endorsement of subjects work?

NZQA has carried out some initial modelling on how subject endorsement could work.  A student will need to achieve a certain number of standards at ‘merit’ or ‘excellence’ level in standards defined as part of a specific subject area.  This will be discussed with the sector and this information will be analysed and applied over the next few months. 

Q. Why introduce a School Results Summary?

The School Results Summary will be the record that shows all achieved and not achieved results for internally and externally assessed standards.  It will provide all students with a complete record of their performance throughout their time at school.
Q. Why change the name of a Record of Learning to a Record of Achievement?

Calling it a Record of Achievement clarifies the information it contains.  It summarises only results achieved.  It will record all credits gained towards any national tertiary and workplace qualification but does not include local provider qualifications and university degrees.

Q. What will these improvements cost? 

The work will be carried out within the existing budgets for MOE & NZQA.

Q. How will the changes impact teacher workloads?
The introduction of full time moderators is expected to increase support for teachers during the moderation process.  With increased support, and the full time focus of moderators, the marking process should become more straightforward for teachers.

The reporting of 'not achieved' for internal assessment is information that teachers will be recording at present.  Teachers will know and record when students enter internally achieved standards but do not achieve them.  This change simply means passing this info onto to NZQA. Similarly the 'Excellence' and 'Merit' endorsements are administered by NZQA on the basis of information already provided by schools.

Q. Does this complete all of the recommendations made in 2005?

The reviews of NCEA in 2005 made 191 recommendations.  168 of these had already been actioned, 14 are ongoing in nature and 4 relate to scholarship (see below).

The design changes being announced today complete ministerial consideration of the recommendations of the 2005 reports for NCEA.  NZQA and MOE are finalising three other recommendations:

· Enhancing contracts with the print and distribution suppliers of exam papers, which will be agreed by NZQA in June.  

· More effective ways of capturing qualitative feedback – NZQA has carried out focus groups, assessment studies and surveys and will decide the most effective way of getting ongoing feedback in August.

· Carrying out more detailed analysis of the answers students give in external assessment exams (item response testing), to improve how questions in the papers are set and marked – this approach is being piloted at the moment 

Q. Are design changes being made to NZ Scholarship?

NZ Scholarship is not included in the design changes announced today, which relate only to NCEA.

There is a body of work due for consideration by Cabinet in June relating to ongoing improvements of the NZ scholarship. This is the final report back to Cabinet from the recommendations from the Scholarship Reference Group.

Q. Who has been consulted about these improvements?

The following groups have been consulted: the Education Leaders’ Forum, Association of Proprietors of Integrated Schools, Secondary Principals’ Association of NZ, NZ School Trustees Association, NZ Council for Educational Research, Business New Zealand, PPTA, PPTA Principals’ Council,Independent Schools of New Zealand, and the New Zealand Vice-Chancellors’ Committee.
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